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THE WEST IN THEIR EYES





  THERE is more of the material of poetry than we imagine diffused through all the classes of the community. And upon this part of the character it is, that the disposition to emigration operates, and brings in aid the influence of its imperceptible but magic power . . . The notion of new and more beautiful woods and streams, of a milder climate, deer, fish, fowl, game, and all those delightful images of enjoyment, that so readily associate with the idea of the wild and boundless license of new regions; all that restless hope of finding in a new country, and in new views and combinations of things, something we crave but have not. I am ready to believe, from my own experience and from what I have seen in the case of others, that this influence of imagination has no inconsiderable agency in producing emigration.




  — Timothy Flint, popular nineteenth century writer about the frontier




  THE proud Anglo-Saxon race . . . possessed of that roving spirit that moved the barbarous hordes of a former age in a far remote north, had swept away whatever stood in the way of its aggrandizement.




  — José María Tornel, Mexican secretary of war, 1836




  THERE is properly no history; only biography.




  — Ralph Waldo Emerson
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BRIEF CHRONOLOGY OF THE WESTWARD EXPANSION ERA





  

    

    



    

      	

        1743


      



      	

        Thomas Jefferson born April 13 in Albemarle County, Virginia.


      

    




    

      	

        1749


      



      	

        Peter Jefferson, father of Thomas, and Joshua Fry survey boundary line between Virginia and North Carolina.


      

    




    

      	

        1760


      



      	

        Thomas Jefferson studies at College of William and Mary.


      

    




    

      	

        1762


      



      	

        Thomas Jefferson reads law with George Wythe.


      

    




    

      	

        1767


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson born March 15 at Waxhaw on North Carolina – South Carolina border.


        John Quincy Adams born July 11 in Braintree, Massachusetts.


      

    




    

      	

        1769


      



      	

        Thomas Jefferson elected to Virginia House of Burgesses.


      

    




    

      	

        1774


      



      	

        John Chapman born September 26 in Leominster, Massachusetts.


        Jefferson publishes A Summary View of the Rights of British America.


      

    




    

      	

        1775


      



      	

        American Revolution begins April 19 with battles at Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts.


        Jefferson serves as delegate to Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia.


        Daniel Boone cuts trace through Cumberland Gap into Kentucky.


      

    




    

      	

        1776


      



      	

        Jefferson writes Declaration of Independence.


      

    




    

      	

        1777


      



      	

        Battles of Saratoga in New York: Freeman’s Farm, September 19; Bemis Heights, October 7. Washington moves his army into winter quarters at Valley Forge.


      

    




    

      	

        1779


      



      	

        Joel Roberts Poinsett born March 2 in Charleston, South Carolina.


      

    




    

      	

        1780


      



      	

        Battle of Kings Mountain, South Carolina, October 7.


      

    




    

      	

        1781


      



      	

        John Quincy Adams serves with legation in St. Petersburg, Russia.


        Jefferson writes to George Rogers Clark in Kentucky asking for large fossil bones.


        Jefferson begins Notes on the State of Virginia. Battles of Cow-pens, South Carolina, January 17. British surrender at Yorktown, October 17.


      

    




    

      	

        1782


      



      	

        Martha Randolph Jefferson dies September 6.


      

    




    

      	

        1783


      



      	

        Treaty of Paris, September 3.


        Jefferson returns to Continental Congress where he helps draft Ordinance for Government of Northwest Territories.


      

    




    

      	

        1784


      



      	

        Alexander McGillivray concludes Creek treaty with Spain.


        Zachary Taylor born November 24 in Virginia.


      

    




    

      	

        1785


      



      	

        Jefferson succeeds Franklin as minister to France, meets


        Buffon and other French scientists. Publishes Notes on the State of Virginia.


      

    




    

      	

        1786


      



      	

        Winfield Scott born June 13 near Petersburg, Virginia.


        David Crockett born August 17 in State of Franklin.


      

    




    

      	

        1787


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson admitted to bar in North Carolina.


        John Ledyard sets out to walk across Russia and then North America.


      

    




    

      	

        1788


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson moves west to Nashville, meets Rachel Robards whom he will later marry.


      

    




    

      	

        1790


      



      	

        Jefferson becomes Secretary of State in Washington’s cabinet, begins quarreling with Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists.


      

    




    

      	

        1793


      



      	

        Sam Houston born March 2 near Lexington, Virginia.


        Jefferson commissions André Michaux to explore the West and resigns from Cabinet.


      

    




    

      	

        1794


      



      	

        Jay’s Treaty bitterly opposed by Jefferson and others. Battle of Fallen Timbers, August 20, near Toledo. Antonio López de Santa Anna born in Mexico.


      

    




    

      	

        1795


      



      	

        James Knox Polk born November 2 in Pineville, North Carolina.


      

    




    

      	

        1796


      



      	

        Jefferson elected vice president, John Adams president.


      

    




    

      	

        1797


      



      	

        John Chapman moves to western Pennsylvania wilderness.


      

    




    

      	

        1798


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson serves as judge of Tennessee Superior Court. Jefferson writes the Kentucky Resolutions.


      

    




    

      	

        1800


      



      	

        Jefferson elected president. Nicholas P. Trist born June 2 in Charlottesville, Virginia.


      

    




    

      	

        1802


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson elected major general of Tennessee militia.


      

    




    

      	

        1803


      



      	

        Louisiana Purchase. Jefferson commissions Meriwether Lewis to explore the West to the Pacific, June 20. John Quincy Adams elected to Senate.


      

    




    

      	

        1804


      



      	

        John Chapman plants apple trees in Ohio wilderness.


      

    




    

      	

        1806


      



      	

        Lewis and Clark return from the Pacific. Nonimportation Act passed by Congress. Zebulon Pike explores headwaters of Arkansas River.


        Houston family moves to Tennessee.


      

    




    

      	

        1807


      



      	

        Embargo Act passed by Congress. John Quincy Adams breaks with Federalists.


      

    




    

      	

        1808


      



      	

        James Madison elected president. Winfield Scott commissioned captain in U.S. Army.


      

    




    

      	

        1809


      



      	

        Jefferson returns to Monticello. Kit Carson born December 24 in Madison County, Kentucky.


      

    




    

      	

        1810


      



      	

        Mexican revolt against Spain begins.


      

    




    

      	

        1811


      



      	

        Tecumseh tours the South. Battle of Tippecanoe River, November 7.


      

    




    

      	

        1812


      



      	

        United States declares war on Britain, June 18.


      

    




    

      	

        1813


      



      	

        Fort Mims Massacre triggers Creek War, August 30. Perry’s victory over the British on Lake Erie, September 10.


      

    




    

      	

        1814


      



      	

        Jackson defeats Red Stick Creeks at Horseshoe Bend, Alabama, March 27.


        Scott’s victory over the British at Chippewa, July 5.


        British burn Washington City, August 24. Treaty of Ghent signed December 24.


      

    




    

      	

        1815


      



      	

        Jackson defeats British at New Orleans, January 8.


      

    




    

      	

        1816


      



      	

        James Monroe elected president.


      

    




    

      	

        1817


      



      	

        John Quincy Adams becomes secretary of state.


      

    




    

      	

        1818


      



      	

        Treaty with Britain on U.S.-Canada boundary at forty-ninth parallel to Rocky Mountains.


      

    




    

      	

        1819


      



      	

        Adams-Onís Treaty with Spain.


      

    




    

      	

        1820


      



      	

        Missouri Compromise excluding slavery in new states north of 36°30’.


      

    




    

      	

        1821


      



      	

        Mexican independence from Spain. Treaty of Cordoba, August 23.


      

    




    

      	

        1823


      



      	

        Sam Houston elected to Congress from Tennessee.


      

    




    

      	

        1824


      



      	

        John Quincy Adams elected president. Mexican constitution adopted.


        Treaty with Russia on boundary of Alaska.


      

    




    

      	

        1825


      



      	

        Erie Canal opens. James K. Polk elected to Congress from Tennessee.


        Joel R. Poinsett becomes ambassador to Mexico.


      

    




    

      	

        1826


      



      	

        Deaths of Jefferson and John Adams, July 4.


      

    




    

      	

        1827


      



      	

        David Crockett elected to Congress from Tennessee. Nicholas Trist becomes clerk in State Department. Houston elected governor of Tennessee.


      

    




    

      	

        1828


      



      	

        Andrew Jackson elected president.


      

    




    

      	

        1829


      



      	

        Houston resigns as governor of Tennessee. Kit Carson explores the Gila River country.


      

    




    

      	

        1830


      



      	

        John Quincy Adams elected to Congress from Massachusetts.


      

    




    

      	

        1831


      



      	

        Play Lion of the West by James K. Paulding acted in New York by James Hackett.


      

    




    

      	

        1832


      



      	

        Houston tried in Congress for attacking legislator. Goes to Texas December 1.


      

    




    

      	

        1833


      



      	

        Santa Anna elected president of Mexico.


        Nicholas Trist appointed consul in Havana.


      

    




    

      	

        1834


      



      	

        A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett of the State of Tennessee published.


      

    




    

      	

        1835


      



      	

        R. H. Dana arrives in California. Crockett loses election for Congress, leaves for Texas.


      

    




    

      	

        1836


      



      	

        Crockett dies at Alamo, March 6. “Gag law” passed by Congress.


        Houston elected commander of Texas army, defeats Santa Anna at San Jacinto, April 21.


      

    




    

      	

        1837


      



      	

        Smallpox wipes out many Indian villages in the West.


      

    




    

      	

        1838


      



      	

        Cherokee Removal to Arkansas Territory. Mexico fights “Pastry War” with France in which Santa Anna loses a leg.


      

    




    

      	

        1839


      



      	

        James K. Polk elected governor of Tennessee.


      

    




    

      	

        1840


      



      	

        William Henry Harrison elected president. Two Years Before the Mast by R. H. Dana published.


      

    




    

      	

        1841


      



      	

        Harrison dies and John Tyler becomes president. Winfield Scott becomes General in chief of the army July 5.


      

    




    

      	

        1842


      



      	

        Frémont’s First Expedition along Oregon Trail, with Kit Carson as scout.


      

    




    

      	

        1843


      



      	

        Frémont’s Second Expedition to the Far West.


      

    




    

      	

        1844


      



      	

        Polk elected president. “Gag law” repealed December 3.


      

    




    

      	

        1845


      



      	

        Texas annexed by United States. Frémont’s Third Expedition to the Far West.


        John Chapman dies in March at Fort Wayne, Indiana.


        Andrew Jackson dies at Hermitage, June 8. Polk begins diary, August 26.


        Trist becomes chief clerk of the State Department. “Manifest Destiny” becomes slogan.


      

    




    

      	

        1846


      



      	

        United States declares war on Mexico May 13. Bear Flaggers declare independence from Mexico June 14. Battles of Palo Alto, May 8; Resaca de la Palma, May 9; Monterrey, September 20 – 24. Frémont and Stockton take San Diego, Los Angeles, Santa Barbara in August. Kearny claims Santa Fe, August 18, fights at San Pasqual, December 6 – 11.


      

    




    

      	

        1847


      



      	

        Los Angeles retaken January 8 – 9. Battles of Buena Vista, February 22 – 23; Veracruz, March 22 – 26; Cerro Gordo, April 17 – 18. Trist arrives in Mexico, May 6. Battles of Contreras, August 19–20; Churubusco, August 20; Molino del Rey, September 8; Chapultepec, September 12 – 13. Scott enters Mexico City, September 14.


      

    




    

      	

        1848


      



      	

        Taylor elected president. Gold discovered in California January 24. Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo signed February 2. John Quincy Adams dies February 23. Trist arrested in Mexico in April.


      

    




    

      	

        1849


      



      	

        Polk dies. Gold rush in California.


      

    




    

      	

        1853


      



      	

        Gadsden Purchase establishes the boundary between Mexico and New Mexico and Arizona.
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PROLOGUE


  THE EMPIRE FOR LIBERTY





  IN 1831 the actor-producer James H. Hackett presented in New York a play by James Kirke Paulding called Lion of the West, based loosely on the legends of David Crockett and other frontier figures. The play was an instant and runaway success and was later presented to acclaim in other American cities and in Britain. In Colonel Nimrod Wildfire, Paulding created the type of the backwoods humorist and teller of tall tales. Claiming to be half alligator and half horse, the colonel bragged, “I can jump higher — squat lower — dive deeper — stay longer under and come out drier!” than anyone foolish enough to challenge him. The play thrilled city audiences who felt superior to the frontiersman but also dreamed of aggressively expanding the United States into the promised land of the West. The president at that time, who personified the passion for westward expansion, was Old Hickory, Andrew Jackson of Tennessee. Congressman David Crockett, in the audience for the play in Washington, D.C., was called out and saluted by Hackett, and rather than being offended, he seemed to enjoy the burlesque of his public image.




  It could be argued that the caricature of Lion of the West allowed audiences to laugh at traits and attitudes in themselves they might otherwise have been ashamed of: the overweening arrogance, the claims of being chosen, the brash air of destiny. In the hyperbolic braggadocio of the backwoodsman such attitudes were good for laughter, and the viewers could indulge themselves in the satire while remaining a safe distance from attitudes and actions in which they were all complicit, such as the belief they were justified in killing Indians and taking their land.




  Thomas Jefferson, the quintessential American dreamer, whose vision of the future republic had from the beginning stretched over the mountains to the Mississippi Valley, perhaps over the farther mountains to the great harbors on the Pacific, had called his envisioned nation “the Empire for Liberty.” In retrospect we can see the contradiction that Jefferson and most of his contemporaries could not: the oxymoron of imperial power promoting the spread of “liberty.” It is a contradiction Jefferson passed on to the new nation that has come down to us in the present day, the fixed idea that imperial might can be exercised in fostering democracy on foreign soil.




  “There is properly no history,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “only biography.” It is natural and perhaps necessary for historians and storytellers to view the dramatic shifts of history through the actions of a few famous figures, whether heroes or villains. Certainly the story of the westward expansion of the United States has many examples of each, and sometimes it seems the villains outnumber the heroes. But often the same figure can be seen as both. Andrew Jackson probably did more to extend democratic power to a greater number of citizens of the nation in that era than anyone except Jefferson. Yet he is blamed for displacing and destroying much of the native population in the Southeast. Jackson’s protégé, James K. Polk, often called Young Hickory, is one of the least attractive men to ever serve as president of the United States, yet even his severest critics concede that Polk accomplished, uniquely, almost miraculously, all he had promised when elected.




  The poet Walt Whitman believed that written accounts always miss the reality, the specifics and multiplicity of history. Commenting at the end of the Civil War, he said, “The real war will never get in the books.” For Whitman a true account would be a great catalog of the many different soldiers and their actions. The war was “that many-threaded drama, with its sudden and strange surprises, its confounding of prophecies, its moments of despair, the dread of foreign interference, the interminable campaigns, the bloody battles, the mighty and cumbrous and green armies.” The real story of the time was “the untold and unwritten history of the war — infinitely greater (like life’s) than the few scraps and distortions that are ever told or written.”




  A true story of the westward expansion would be the account of the actions, thoughts, emotions, words, and persons of the unnamed thousands, the people on the ground, who are the living flesh and blood of history. Historians may concentrate on the famous, but most of what happens is the composite deeds of common folk. There is no better example of this paradox than in the narrative of the westward expansion. We must consider the “lions” of the West, but it was the unnoticed thousands on foot and on horseback, in wagons and ox carts, who made the story a fact, who wrote history with their hands and feet, their need and greed, their sweat, and often their blood.




  The historian John Buchanan has called the westward expansion, or Manifest Destiny, “the greatest folk movement of modern times, in which, for the most part, the people led and government followed.” It would be hard to overstate the importance of this insight. While it is understandable that we see history mostly in terms of the deeds of a few, our grasp of what actually happened will be flawed and limited if we do not consider the story of the almost invisible many who made the notable deeds possible, even inevitable. In the words of the Mexican historian Josefina Zoraida Vázquez, “The North Americans kept up this continuous expansion, and the United States government followed their footsteps.”




  Take, for example, Andrew Jackson’s victory over the Red Stick Creeks at Horseshoe Bend on the Tallapoosa River in March of 1814. His success in that campaign and the subsequent treaty negotiations led to the opening of much of Georgia and Alabama for white settlement. But a precipitating factor of the Creek War was the incursion of thousands of white squatters into Creek territory in Georgia and southern Alabama. The Red Stick rebellion was inspired not only by the eloquence of Tecumseh but also by the skirmishes and killings between whites and Creeks as whites cleared land and hunted game on traditional Creek territory. Andrew Jackson’s victory at Horseshoe Bend was a result of this ongoing activity, not its initiation. After the massacre at Fort Mims in August 1813, the Creeks were doomed to lose their vast holdings. The thousands who risked their lives to possess Creek lands are mostly forgotten. It is Jackson’s victory that we remember.




  Behind the overwhelming force of American expansion was the phenomenon called “the American Multiplication Table.” Birthrates in North America were much higher than in Europe. Large families begat large families, doubling the population every twenty years. With swelling immigration, this exploding population needed space to put down roots, and the space available was to the west, always following the sun. Lord Castlereagh, British foreign minister, is supposed to have quipped in 1814 that Americans won victories not on the battlefield but “in the bedchamber.” In 1800 there were only sixteen states in the Union; by 1824 there would be twenty-four.




  “What is history,” Napoleon is supposed to have said, “but a fable agreed upon?” All written history is distortion through selection. As Whitman suggests, a true history would be infinitely detailed, infinitely long. In that sense all written history must be what Bernard DeVoto called “history by synecdoche,” where a part, a feature, is made to imply the whole. By its very nature narrative can represent only by implication, explicit about some parts, suggesting the many. Each detail should be significant, suggesting the unrecounted others. In this book I try to create a living sense of the westward expansion of the United States through brief biographies of some of the men involved. But it can be, at best, only a partial story.




  Those who study history often come to feel that it as a living organism, with a will and energy, a whim and persistence, all its own, beyond explanation, beyond logic. The turns and surprises, the lulls and lunges, remain mysterious, following rules we can only speculate about, codes we try to decipher. The historian and diplomat George F. Kennan liked to recount a Russian fable to satirize individuals or governments who claim that they have decisively influenced history. A fly rides on the nose of an ox all day while it plows, and when the ox returns to the village at the end of the day the fly proudly proclaims, “We’ve been plowing.” The ox of history goes its way, unaware of the hitchhiking, braggart fly. What we cannot deny is the fact of the westward expansion, and while conceding that much of the story is tragic, a narrative of ruthlessness and greed on a cataclysmic scale, we cannot deny the poetry of the westward vision either, the lust to explore and know, to see the splendor of the mountains and rivers and deserts, to learn as well as to possess.




  The novelist Leo Tolstoy viewed history as a kind of mysterious force following predetermined paths the human mind is slow to grasp. For him the historical process was inexorable, exhibiting little freedom. “The actions of so-called makers of history and leaders of war depend on the actions of countless other people . . . natural law determined the lives of human beings no less than the processes of nature itself.” In War and Peace Tolstoy writes, “The force that decides the fate of peoples does not lie in military leaders, not even in armies and battles, but in something else.” The novelist urged the student of history to “look into the movements of those hundred thousand men who took direct immediate part in the events; and all the questions that seemed insoluble before can be readily and certainly explained.” Tolstoy’s favorite metaphor for history was weather, hard to predict with accuracy, impossible to control, yet a palpable fact.




  One of Tolstoy’s most important heirs in Russian literature is Boris Pasternak, poet and author of the novel Doctor Zhivago. The poet-doctor of the title, Yuri Zhivago, near the end of the narrative, in the collapsing world following the Russian Civil War, writes a series of poems and meditations on love, the individual in society, and history. “The forest does not change its place, we cannot lie in wait for it and catch it in the act of change . . . And such also is the immobility to our eyes of the eternally growing, ceaselessly changing history, the life of society moving invisibly in its incessant transformations.”




  In isolation in the countryside, in the midst of catastrophic events of his life and the life of Russia, having lost his muse and lover, Zhivago contemplates the mystery of historic change. “No single man makes history. History cannot be seen, just as one cannot see grass growing. Wars and revolutions, kings and Robespierres, are history’s organic agents, its yeast.” For Zhivago the individual life is paramount, even, or especially, in the midst of the most confusing dramas of history. The romantic Emerson may proclaim, “Every revolution was first a thought in one man’s mind.” But the closer we look the more we understand that revolutions actually occur because of ideas in many minds at once.




  One of America’s most distinguished historians, Henry Adams, near the end of his life, conceded that he understood little of the process of history. He recognized it was a matter of dynamics, forces, mysterious yet inexorable as the laws of physics and chemistry. “A dynamic law requires that two masses — nature and man — must go on, reacting upon each other, without stop, as the sun and a comet react on each other, and that any appearance of stoppage is illusive.”




  Following Adams’s suggestion, I would appeal to a chemical metaphor for the story of the westward expansion. The tens of thousands of settlers, hungry for land, adventure, opportunity, are like the molecules of an element compelled to combine with another, the territory of the North American West. No law, no government, no leader, could stop that accelerating chemical process until the combining was complete. The celebrated or reviled leaders are partly figureheads that help us give shape to the messy narrative of this history. The real history is the unstoppable reactions of countless entities combining to create new compounds. Romantics might describe the course of events as alchemy, critics as destructive breakdown of natural substances.




  With the exception of Nicholas P. Trist, the lives of all these men — Jefferson, Jackson, Chapman, Crockett, Houston, Polk, Scott, Carson, and John Quincy Adams — have been chronicled many times, often by outstanding historians and biographers. My hope is that recounting them briefly and in sequence here may create an integrated narrative where the separate lives link up and illuminate each other, making complex, extended events more accessible to readers in the twenty-first century. The discovery and exploration of the West is a large part of the story of who we are. And it is important that we know something of the Mexican side of that story as well. Where possible, I quote from Mexican historians to remind us that their versions of events are often, though not always, different from the accounts we are familiar with. We will not understand the story of the westward expansion if we do not recognize that the Mexican side of the narrative is an essential part of our story as well. Millions from south of the border cross into the United States every year looking for opportunity and security. This movement is as unstoppable as the rush into Missouri and California of a previous century. Where people want to go, they will go. Politicians or generals may take credit or blame for the events, but they are more responders than creators of the large shifts and migrations.




  Those who had explored the wonders and dangers of the West, and survived to return and tell of their experiences, were said to have “seen the elephant.” As students of history we try to see the elephant, too. But, to extend the metaphor, it is our duty to try to see not just part of the animal but the whole beast, in so far as that is possible, in all its beauty, terror, ugliness and complexity. The story is by turns tragedy and romance, horror and thrilling struggle; a wrestling with the elements, deserts and deep snows, distances and disorientation, starvation and eating of boot leather, lizards, tree bark, and human flesh. It is a story we recount with shame, commitment to fact, and sometimes pride, sometimes exuberance. While some deeds were done on an epic scale, more often events unfolded in the harsh close-up of ambush at a turn in the trail, the warrior dying of smallpox, the scout drinking mule blood to survive, the raw recruit’s first sight of the Sonoran desert at sunset. The brutality often overwhelms the poetry of the land, but the land is still there, its poetry a fact, threatened now not by weather or predators but by progress.




  The diplomat and historian George F. Kennan, while mostly concerned with foreign policy, had trenchant and profound things to say about the way we Americans tend to view ourselves. He saw as a special weakness “a certain moralistic and legalistic posturing on our part — a desire to appear, particularly to ourselves, as more wise and more noble than we really were.” Throughout his long career Kennan was eloquent and often merciless in his critique of American character in the conduct of diplomacy. When he looked at our history he found “a curious but deeply-rooted sentimentality on our part . . . arising evidently from the pleasure it gave us to view ourselves as high-minded patrons, benefactors, and teachers of . . . people seen as less fortunate.” It was Reinhold Niebuhr who warned against the habit of always seeing ourselves as the innocent party in any dispute, whether private or national. George F. Kennan, near the end of his distinguished career, would offer his fellow Americans “a plea for . . . a greater humility in our national outlook, for a more realistic recognition of our limitations.”




  As we begin to examine the vexed story of the westward expansion and the lives of some of those involved in it, let us keep Kennan’s hard words in mind. Our greatest hope for the study of history, and of representative lives, is that we may learn from both the successes and the mistakes and begin to understand which is which. It has been said that America’s aggressive expansionism is evidence of a preoccupation with the future, not the present. With luck we might learn to direct that energy and passion toward effective, essential, and better goals.
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  United States, 1854




  
One


  


  THOMAS JEFFERSON


  SEEING THE ELEPHANT





  THOMAS JEFFERSON’S attention seems always to have been turned toward the West. The West was the place of unexplored riches, the promise of adventure, commerce, the future. The possibilities and hope offered by the waterways and lands over the mountains were never far from Jefferson’s mind, even as events forced him to turn his attention to the political conflicts unfolding in Virginia and the other colonies. Jefferson loathed the crowding of cities and came to believe that the best hope for his society was the movement into the land beyond the Appalachians, even beyond the Mississippi. It was in the West where yeoman farmers could “avoid the miseries of the concentrated urban working classes.”




  From the time of his youth the author of the Declaration of Independence had dreamed of exploring and claiming the West — to the Mississippi and maybe all the way to the Pacific. On February 2, 1848, almost twenty-two years after Jefferson’s death, his grandson-in-law, Nicholas P. Trist, special peace commissioner from the United States, signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo near the shrine of the Virgin of Guadalupe outside Mexico City, ending the Mexican-American War. Both countries pledged to cease hostilities, and for fifteen million dollars the Republic of Mexico agreed to cede to the United States Texas and all of the territory that would become New Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, half of Colorado and a chunk of Wyoming. With ports on the Pacific, the American Republic could become a world power, promoting prosperity, democracy, and the pursuit of happiness across North America and beyond. The continental and hemispheric vision Jefferson had contemplated from the height of Monticello was now realized but at a terrific cost.
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  AS A BOY growing up in colonial Virginia, Thomas Jefferson was sent to a school conducted by the Reverend James Maury at Fredericksburg. Reverend Maury gave the inquisitive boy a solid grounding in classical languages as well as the basic arts and sciences. According to Edward L. Bond, Maury “had a passion for science and corresponded with friends about discoveries he made in the Blue Ridge Mountains.” In his sermons Maury preached that man was put on earth to pursue happiness, “to possess & enjoy every Thing, that can render us easy & quiet & contented here, & blessed & happy hereafter.” Maury taught that the Creator made man “to communicate Part of his own Happiness to us.” The reverend believed in “natural Religion” and quoted Bolingbroke, “That no Religion ever appeared in the World, whose natural Tendency was so much directed to promote the Peace & Happiness of Mankind as Christianity.”




  Maury had a collection of fossils, rocks, and seashells that fascinated young Jefferson. The parson also had a special interest in the wilderness lands farther west and the exploration of the North American continent. On January 10, 1756, Maury wrote to an uncle back in England that whatever country becomes “master of [the] Ohio and the [Great] Lakes at the end of [the present war] must in the course of a few years . . . become sole and absolute lord of North America.” The reverend added that in a few years either the Potomac or the Hudson River would become “the grand emporium of all East India commodities.”




  The man who educated the young Jefferson was thrilled at the prospect of finding a water passage to the West and the Pacific and therefore access to the promising China trade and the Indies. And the Reverend Maury was not alone. He was merely echoing the talk and the passion of many around him. As the Seven Years’ War, called the French and Indian War in America, came to an end, it remained to be determined who would ultimately control the Mississippi Valley and the route to the Pacific.




  Jefferson had been born in 1743 to an interest in western lands and western waters. His father, Peter Jefferson, landowner and surveyor, had with his neighbor Joshua Fry published a “map of the middle British colonies in America.” In 1746 Peter Jefferson had helped survey “the Fairfax line” for seventy-six miles across the wilderness of the Blue Ridge Mountains to determine the extent of the grant to Lord Fairfax. In 1749 Peter Jefferson and Joshua Fry were commissioned to survey the boundary between North Carolina and Virginia for ninety miles beyond the line marked by William Byrd more than twenty years earlier. According to Lee Alan Dugatkin, Peter Jefferson “instilled in his son a passion for exploring unknown regions.”




  When Peter Jefferson died in 1757, his friend Dr. Thomas Walker became one of young Thomas’s guardians. Walker was not only a medical doctor and man of science. He had also been commissary to General Edward Braddock’s army on its way to defeat on the Monongahela in 1755. Before that he had explored the western lands of Virginia, and in 1750, commissioned by the Loyal Land Company, he had gone farther west and found the gap called by the Indians Ouasciota, which he renamed for the Duke of Cumberland. Hoping to find the Blue Grass region and the Ohio River, Walker and his men wandered in the mountains of eastern Kentucky for several weeks and eventually found their way back to Virginia through what became known later as Pound Gap. Among the militia on the way to Braddock’s defeat was twenty-year-old Daniel Boone of North Carolina, who may well have heard of Cumberland Gap for the first time from Dr. Walker.




  Even as a boy Jefferson loved travel literature, geography, and history. He read John Ogilvy’s America, about the exploration and settlement of Virginia. Maury had taught him the importance of storytelling and memorization, along with a knowledge of classical languages and literature. But Jefferson also loved the outdoors, and he walked or rode for miles in the countryside around his home at Shadwell day after day. Later he took long walks with William Small, his instructor at the College of William and Mary, “walks in which Small would point out all the wonders around them.” He already had an interest in gardening and landscaping. Because he was so active in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Jefferson acquired what Reverend Maury called a “mountain constitution.” He spent much time “tracking, trailing and hunting.”




  From his earliest memory, Thomas Jefferson was fascinated by the natural world around him. His curiosity seemed limitless, and he made lists of everything: birds and animals, minerals and fossils, rivers and mountain ranges. In the words of historian Silvio Bedini, he had “a compulsion to collect and record in pocket memorandum books random bits of information.” He studied maps and Indian tribes, Indian languages. He studied farming and chemistry, natural history, weather, soils, and the bones of extinct animals. He loved geology and was thrilled by the way bones and sediments and stones and tree rings were documents for reading the past. As a boy he collected fossils along streams and in the hills. He studied agriculture and cultivation and became a lifelong gatherer and distributor of seeds to others. As Lee Alan Dugatkin tells us, “Jefferson possessed a ‘canine appetite’ to learn more about everything.”




  But young Jefferson was not just a romantic and visionary. While he delighted in the natural world and knowledge for its own sake, he also believed that science should be practical and useful. No matter what he studied, he always considered the ways knowledge could be put to the service of the developing society around him. Among the properties that Jefferson inherited was a tract in the mountains of Virginia that included Natural Bridge. As a boy, he liked to go there and study that wilderness wonder, which he called “the most sublime of nature’s works.” He measured its height and width with great care and speculated on its creation by forces of water and time. He described crawling on his knees to the edge and looking down 270 feet to the stream, an experience so intense it gave him a headache. But standing beneath the grand arch was the reason to come there. “It is impossible for the emotions arising from the sublime, to be felt beyond what they are here; so beautiful an arch, so elevated, so light: and springing as it were up to heaven, the rapture of the spectator is really indescribable!”




  Like Thoreau after him, Jefferson often described the beauties of the American wilderness the way Europeans described cathedrals, temples, and other works of art. It is interesting that Jefferson was not only a student and lover of the natural world but a builder and architect as well, along with Benjamin Latrobe, the leading American architect of his time. There are few examples in our history of such a range of excellence and achievement in one human being. Added to that, Jefferson had a passion for invention and history. And of course he had a great aptitude for politics and political thought also.




  As a student at the College of William and Mary, Jefferson, as mentioned, became a member of the circle around William Small, theologian and philosopher, and he studied with the Welshman Goronwy Owen, poet and linguist and educator. Day after day he was exposed to brilliant conversation among these men of the Enlightenment at Williamsburg. He studied calculus and James Gibbs’s Rules for Drawing the Several Parts of Architecture, which emphasized intuition in design. He became fascinated by American Indian oratory, as well as classical oratory, though he himself would never be an orator.




  Jefferson was fortunate to read law with the outstanding George Wythe. Though self-educated, Wythe was a polymath and classical scholar. It was while Jefferson was studying for the bar that the controversial Stamp Act was passed by the British parliament. From Wythe and others he inherited the discussion of natural law and natural right versus positive law. He read Pufendorf’s Of the Law of Nature and Nations, among many other such treatises, and began drafting and revising the ideas and the phrases that would later be incorporated in the Declaration of Independence.




  As a law student, Jefferson experimented with condensing texts. He found he could catch the essence of a page of prose in a careful sentence or two. All his life he would be fascinated by economy and precision in language. He seemed to never tire of revising a text for clarity, force and depth. One of his first tutors, the Reverend William Douglas, had stressed the importance of strict record keeping. It was a lesson not lost on Jefferson, who kept meticulous accounts of his businesses, thoughts, reading. After a fire destroyed his ancestral home at Shadwell, along with many of his books and papers, he dedicated himself to making copies of all his letters, documents, and essays. Later he would exhort the explorers André Michaux and Meriwether Lewis to make multiple copies of their journals and observations for safekeeping, copying some on birch bark as well as paper.




  All his life Jefferson liked to collect curiosities and specimens. He accumulated arrowheads, Indian pottery, axes, calumets. He collected specimens of plants, seeds, birds, animals. Wherever he lived, his home resembled a museum. He filled Monticello later with mammoth bones and kept a prairie dog Lewis and Clark had sent back from the West at the White House. He kept a pet mockingbird, which sat on his shoulder and took seeds from his lips as members of his cabinet watched. As the anthropologist David Hunt Thomas points out, Jefferson, “through his involvement with Peale’s Museum, the American Philosophical Society, and the Corps of Discovery . . . spearheaded the development of natural history museums in America.”




  As a student of geography and former governor of Virginia, Jefferson knew in 1781 about the many bones found at the salt licks in Kentucky, especially at the place called Big Bone Lick in northern Kentucky near the Ohio River. Indians had told early explorers about the place of giant bones. A French explorer claimed to have seen the skeletons of “seven elephants” there. Daniel Boone had seen the site of the large bones when he first explored Kentucky in 1769 – 70.




  Jefferson had a special interest in extinct animals and sought information about giant prehistoric mammals all his life. He collected a number of tusks and bones and had a good sense of the size of the megatheres. We don’t know if Jefferson discussed the bones of giant prehistoric animals found in Kentucky with Daniel Boone, but it is likely that he did. Boone was serving as a representative from Fayette County, Kentucky, in the Virginia legislature in December of 1781, when Jefferson wrote to George Rogers Clark, the commanding general of the Virginia militia in Kentucky, and William Clark’s older brother, “Having an opportunity by Colo. Boon I take the liberty of calling to your mind your kindness in undertaking to procure for me some teeth of the great animal whose remains are found on the Ohio. Were it possible to get a tooth of each kind, that is to say a foretooth, grinder &c. it would particularly oblige me.”




  We assume Boone carried the letter back to Kentucky when the legislative session ended, for on February 26, 1782, General Clark wrote back to Jefferson, “I Received your favor [letter] by Colo. Boon. I am unhappy that it hath been out of my power to procure you those Curiosities you want except a large thigh Bone that dont please me being broke. I expect to get the whole this spring.” What Jefferson would refer to as “the big buffalo” was likely the bones of the woolly mammoth at Big Bone Lick and other places in Kentucky.




  Equal to his passion to study the bones of what would become known as the woolly mammoth, was Jefferson’s zeal to learn the geography of the American West. On March 18, 1782, his close friend James Madison wrote from Philadelphia that he had been attempting to procure a 1650 map of North America. “It represents the South sea at about 10 days travel from the head or falls I forget which of James River . . . There is just ground to suspect that this representation was an artifice . . . to entice emigrants from England by a flattering picture of the advantages of this Country . . . and the facility it afforded of a trade with the Eastern World.”




  While everyone knew that the South Sea (the Pacific) was far more than ten days travel from the headwaters of the James River in Virginia, the fact remained that even a scholar of geography such as Jefferson knew little about what lay beyond the Mississippi. That ignorance fired both his imagination and his determination to explore and perhaps to possess those unknown lands. He collected every map and every travel report he could find and pored over their details and inconsistencies, attempting to resolve the contradictions. But the Spanish in New Spain, or Mexico, who controlled the Southwest from the Mississippi to the Pacific, guarded all knowledge they acquired of the region. In the words of the historian Alan Taylor, “The Spanish concealed what they did know about the Pacific, lest the information only benefit the piracy of their English and French rivals.”




  On November 7, 1782, Colonel Arthur Campbell, far to the west on the Holston River, wrote to Jefferson, “Permit me to present to you a large Jaw tooth of an unknown Animal lately found at the Salina in Washington County . . . The Salina lyes near that branch of the Cherokee River (the Tennessee) called North Holstein.” Campbell was a politician eager to ingratiate himself with ex-governor Jefferson. His letter shows that word had gotten around that the author of the Declaration of Independence was keen to study prehistoric animal bones as he was preparing his Notes on the State of Virginia.




  On November 26, 1782, Jefferson wrote again to General George Rogers Clark in Louisville. “I should be unfaithful to my own feelings were I not to express to you how much I am obliged by your attention to the request I made you on that subject. A specimen of each of the several species of bones now to be found is to me the most desirable object in Natural history, and there is no expense of package or of safe transportation which I will not gladly reimburse to procure them safely . . . Any observation of your own on the subject of the big bones or their history, or on any thing else in the Western country, will come acceptably to me, because I know you see the works of nature in the great, and not merely in detail . . . Descriptions of animals, vegetables, minerals, or other curious things, notes as to the Indians, information of the country between the Missisipi and the waters of the South sea &c.”




  Reading Jefferson’s letters to Clark and others, we feel the intensity of his curiosity. There is something luminous about his passion and exuberance to learn, to put down his questions and record his findings. Even after the death of his wife, Martha, on September 6, 1782, when Jefferson was deeply grieved, he never stopped writing. He was never bored.




  On January 6, 1783, Jefferson wrote to Clark once again. Though he seems not to have received the mammoth bones yet, he had not given up. “You were so kind in a former letter as to inform me you had procured for me some teeth and bones of the big buffalo. In the letter above mentioned I took the liberty of asking you to endeavor if possible to procure me one of every species of the bones now remaining, that is of every member or part. This request I again repeat and that I shall chearfully incur the necessary expences of good package and carriage.”




  One of the marks of a good scientist is patience, tenacity, a willingness to try again and again. In his persistence to learn about the extinct animals by studying their bones, Jefferson was tireless, always courteous, always willing to try again to obtain specimens. At the time he wrote that letter, he was planning to sail to France as the new minister from the United States, but the prehistoric animals of the Ohio Valley were still much on his mind.




  On December 4, 1783, Jefferson wrote yet again to Clark, this time from the temporary national capital in Annapolis, Maryland. As one of the outstanding legal thinkers of his time he had been helping to draft notes for a future Constitution, but the mammoth bones still occupied a place in his thinking. “I received here about a week ago your obliging letter of Oct. 12. 1783. with the shells and seeds for which I return you many thanks. You are also so kind as to keep alive the hope of getting for me as many of the different species of bones, teeth and tusks of the Mammoth as can now be found. This will be most acceptable.”




  Jefferson then went on to address an equally great concern of his, that the British might establish a claim on the West by exploration and study there. “I find they have subscribed a very large sum of money in England for exploring the country from the Missisipi to California. They pretend it is only to promote knoledge. I am afraid they have thoughts of colonising into that quarter. Some of us have been talking here in a feeble way of making the attempt to search that country. But I doubt whether we have enough of that kind of spirit to raise the money. How would you like to lead such a party?”




  A nightmare for Jefferson was the thought that the British, because of their greater resources and imperial ambitions, might preempt the exploration and then the claiming of the West. He wanted desperately to find out what was out there. From the first, scientific exploration and American growth and prosperity were linked in Jefferson’s thinking. But in 1783, as the republic fumbled its way toward a constitution and effective government, with no money in the treasury, such an ambition seemed to most little more than a fond dream. Jefferson understood that with a quickly growing population Americans could, and would, spread into the western territories. He wrote, “Our rapid multiplication will expand itself . . . and cover the whole northern, if not the southern continent.”




  While Jefferson had always worried about British or French control of the West, he showed less concern for the Spanish presence in North America. As Joseph J. Ellis phrases it, “Jefferson regarded Spanish ownership of the vast western region of North America as essentially a temporary occupation that conveniently bided time for the inevitable American sweep across the continent.” Jefferson believed it was only a matter of time until the weak Spanish empire broke apart, and “the various pieces of that empire . . . maybe even Cuba” would fall into American hands. One of the ways Jefferson was especially prescient about the westward expansion was that he understood that the zealous settlers themselves would accomplish what no government or army on its own could do. The United States could avoid going to war over Spanish territory “till we have planted such a population on the Mississippi as will be able to do their own business, without the necessity of marching men from the shores of the Atlantic 1500 or 2000 miles thither.”




  Unlike many of his contemporaries, especially in New England, Jefferson would favor emmigration from other lands, because he knew the western territories would be populated by emigrants. In 1790 Jefferson as secretary of state would organize the first national census. In the words of the scholar Kenneth Prewitt, “The territory would spread to the Pacific and would be added peacefully through treaty and purchase.”




  [image: Image]




  THE CONNECTION between the revolutionary spirit in science and the revolutionary spirit in politics has often been observed. The leading scientific minds in America, Franklin and Jefferson, were also among the leaders of the American Revolution. The new spirit of inquiry, experiment, boldness, escape from the dogmas of the past, seemed to inspire their work in both spheres. A fresh atmosphere of questioning and a willingness to consider radically different approaches to government and the investigation of the natural world seemed to spread through Europe, Britain, and North America.




  It is fitting that the founder who served as architect of the Declaration of Independence, and to a large extent designer of the new republic lurching into being, was also the architect of Monticello, Poplar Forest, and the University of Virginia. From Paris, Jefferson would urge his colleagues in Richmond to build a capitol modeled on a Roman temple in Nîmes. The result would have an impact on American public architecture down to the present day. In the design of the Virginia capitol in Richmond, Jefferson influenced “the classical style of public buildings in America.” In addition, Jefferson worked with Latrobe to plan the capital city of Washington, and he had a hand in the design of the executive mansion, the future White House, called at the time “the president’s house.” The architect of his nation had long been interested in building. When Jefferson was twenty-five years old he began leveling ground on top of the little mountain outside Charlottesville, which he called Monticello. No Virginia planter before him had chosen to place his house on a mountaintop. His choice revealed Jefferson’s love of height and view and echoed the elevation of his thought and ambition and ideals. In placing his estate on the hilltop Jefferson followed the example of his Italian master of classicism, Andrea Palladio, whose Four Books of Architecture were among Jefferson’s bibles and whose famed Villa Rotunda sat atop an eminence near Vicenza, Italy.




  On the slopes of Monticello, Jefferson planted fruit trees — apples, peaches, pears, plums, pomegranates, figs, and walnuts — creating a delightful world of fertility, vitality, symmetry, vision, dignity, and repose. Jefferson’s classicism reflected his love of the firm and exact and his respect for the ancient past. He valued simplicity and reserve, poise, confidence. In his designs he hoped to blend both the mathematical and natural into a perfect unity. He studied the proportions and lines of classical buildings, and he collected seeds and rootstocks of a vast variety of useful and ornamental plants for his grounds and gardens.




  Jefferson’s love of the classical expressed not only his taste for a style of building and landscaping but also the political ideals of liberty that he associated with ancient Greece and the Roman republic. He wanted to turn away from the architecture he associated with monarchy and feudalism and reinforce republican ideals through buildings. Classical art was rational, derived from “the discovery and imitation of Nature or those permanent and universal principles that transcended time, locality, and particularity.” Jefferson’s originality lay in his ability to adapt those ideas and ideals to the needs and possibilities of North America.




  “His eye, like his mind, sought an extended view,” the biographer Dumas Malone tells us. Emerson would later write, “We are never tired, so long as we can see far enough.” Jefferson wanted to live where he could see farthest, to the distant chain of mountains, to the future, and the Far West where that future would be realized. Through elevation, he hoped to achieve in his personal life both privacy and vision. Because of its height, the wells of Monticello would often go dry in a drought. But that was an irritation and liability he was willing to live with.




  At about six feet three, Jefferson was physically taller than the other founders, including Washington, and in several senses he tried always to stand tall on high ground, politically, intellectually, morally. At least one historian has also pointed out that he often “had his head in the clouds.” But while Jefferson might be disastrously impractical in his personal life, going deeper and deeper into debt, he tried to be very practical when planning and acting for the good of his country. One of the best illustrations of that practicality is his purchase of Louisiana in 1803, which violated his own strict interpretation of constitutional authority. For the future good of his nation, Jefferson was willing to override his personal opinions and contradict himself. Like Whitman, he contained multitudes. And he never let his passion for science and curiosity about exploration push aside his concern with commerce and economic expansion, though he would always mistrust urbanization.




  Jefferson’s closest friend, and perhaps the man who understood him best, was James Madison. Though younger and always deferential to Jefferson, Madison would sometimes surpass his mentor in the originality and depth of his thought, especially about government. It was Madison, for example, who pointed out that success in foreign policy depended on the character and accomplishment of domestic affairs. One secret of their long friendship was that Madison understood the contradictions in the older man’s personality. In the words of Gordon S. Wood, “Madison knew his friend and knew that Jefferson’s fanciful and exaggerated opinions were usually offset by his very practical and cautious behavior.” John Quincy Adams, who admired both men, would later demonstrate his own insight and eloquence in summing up the relationship between Jefferson and Madison. “The mutual influence of these two mighty minds upon each other is a phenomenon, like the invisible and mysterious movements of the magnet in the physical world, and in which the sagacity of the future historian may discover the solution of much of our national history not otherwise easily accountable.”




  Howard Hugh tells us that Jefferson “delighted in the notion that there were natural laws and a universal order which human reason could comprehend and employ in resolving social, political and economic issues.” From the height of Monticello, he contemplated not only the future and nature of the new country but also the vast interior of the continent symbolized by the blue mountains to the west, and he drew up an ordinance for that territory before he left for Paris in 1785.




  All his life Jefferson delighted in music, and he played the violin. While he inspected his grounds and fields on horseback, he would sing, and while he rode in a carriage with his children and later grandchildren, he led the group in song. A relative would later recall, “Mr. Jefferson [was] always singing when ridin’ or walkin’; hardly see him anywhar outdoors but what he was a-singin’. Had a fine clear voice.” Jefferson’s delight in music seems to fit with his taste for classical architecture, natural law, the harmony and order inherent in all things. Though he was never a “great dog fancier,” everything else around him seemed to claim his alert attention. And his granddaughter Ellen Randolph Coolidge would later recall that he seemed to take as much pleasure in conversing with children as with “older and wiser people.”




  It was Jefferson’s loyalty to his native land that had provoked him to write his major work on natural history. Retiring from the fray of the governorship of Virginia in the closing days of the Revolution, he returned to Monticello and wrote Notes on the State of Virginia. The ostensible occasion was to answer the scientists in Europe who had belittled both the wildlife and the natural resources of the North American continent. While others were bringing the war to a close and negotiating with the British an end to hostilities and a division of territory, Jefferson in his mountain retreat, surrounded by family and servants, wrote a description of the land he loved. One might have expected him to write an account of the momentous political events in which he had been involved. Instead, he wrote of rivers and mountains, trees and mammoth bones, American Indians and agriculture, the evils of slavery, and the navigation of rivers.




  While Notes on the State of Virginia includes many descriptive passages that could almost be considered poetry, it is also a scientific document, full of exact measurements, statistics, calculations, tables, lists, dry facts. Like William Byrd’s History of the Dividing Line before it, and William Bartram’s Travels of 1791, after it, Notes was inspired by the peculiarly American combination of scientific exactness and romantic poetry, informed by a love of the useful and pragmatic and a sense of unfolding destiny. It is a combination that would later be raised to further literary heights by Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman.




  Jefferson began Notes as an answer to a questionnaire circulated by François de Barbé-Marbois, secretary to the French legation in Philadelphia in 1780. Jefferson was governor of Virginia at the time, but he somehow found the leisure to begin setting down his answers to the disparaging remarks about North America made by Buffon in his esteemed Histoire naturelle and a Dutchman named Corneille de Pauw, who had never seen the New World but in 1738 published Recherches philosophiques sur les Américains, in which he declared the land in North America was either desert or swamp, woods or mountains. The water was foul, the fog unhealthy, and the climate so cold seeds froze in the ground. Lizards, snakes, and other reptiles dominated the landscape, and all animals except insects were stunted compared with European varieties. Dogs there were too listless to bark and too lazy to breed. Animals there had syphilis and men lacked virility. Oddly enough, the intellectuals in Europe seemed to believe de Pauw, ignoring the many specimens of American wildlife sent to Europe by scientists such as Swedish Peter Kalm and Pennsylvania’s own John Bartram.




  When Jefferson set out to answer these skeptics of American vitality, he chose to rebut them in their own terms. “The opinion advanced by the Count de Buffon is (1) That the animals common both to the old and new world, are smaller in the latter, (2) That those peculiar to the new are on a smaller scale, (3) That those which have been domesticated in both, have degenerated in America : and (4) That on the whole it [America] exhibits fewer species.”




  Going into great detail and using precise figures, Jefferson refutes Buffon’s contentions one by one. Presenting a table with the relative weights of European and North American animals, including elk, bison, otter, beaver, he shows that American animals are usually bigger than their old-world counterparts. Some, such as the American moose, are indeed much larger than any similar beast in Europe. His second table lists dozens of animals such as mink and fox squirrels not known in Europe at all. And then he compares the recorded weights of domesticated animals, cows, horses, hogs, and sheep, and notes that those on the western side of the Atlantic surpass those on the eastern side.




  It is in his description of the animals in North America that Jefferson went furthest in refuting the slights of Buffon and de Pauw. He is especially eloquent in describing the bones of the mammoth found in the northern part of the region. “(1) The skeleton of the mammoth (for so the incognitum has been called) bespeaks an animal of five or six times the cubic volume of the elephant, as Mons de Buffon has admitted. (2) The grinders are five times as large, are square, and the grinding surface studded with four or five rows of blunt points: whereas those of the elephant are broad and thin, and their grinding surface flat. (3) I have never heard an instance, and suppose there has been none, of the grinder of an elephant being found in America. (4) From the known temperature and constitution of the elephant he could never have existed in those regions where the remains of the mammoth have been found.”




  Jefferson pointed out that no bones of the mammoth had ever been found farther south than the salt licks of the Holston River in far western Virginia. Therefore the animal was a creature of the north and not of the tropics. “The truth is, that a Pygmy and a Patagonian, a Mouse and a Mammoth, derive their dimensions from the same nutritive juices . . . But all the manna of heaven would never raise the mouse to the bulk of the mammoth.”




  With rigor, facts, and logic, Jefferson refuted Buffon step by careful step. Buffon blamed the cold and excessive moisture of North America for making animals there weaker and smaller than their European counterparts. Buffon, who never did fieldwork himself and never traveled to North America, believed that North America had been under water for ages and had never completely dried out. He saw America as “covered by immense swamps, which render the air extremely unwholesome.” Jefferson wrote, “It is by the assistance of heat and moisture that vegetables are elaborated from the elements of earth, air, water, and fire. We accordingly see the more humid climates produce the greater quantity of vegetables. Vegetables are mediately or immediately the food of every animal: and in proportion to the quantity of food, we see animals not only multiplied in their numbers, but improved in their bulk, as far as the laws of nature will admit.”




  Jefferson is leading up to an extended list of animals of Europe and of North America, to demonstrate again and again that animals on his continent are equal if not superior to those across the Atlantic in size. And he adds that no naturalist such as Peter Kalm, who actually traveled and studied the specimens of North America, has argued they were inferior to those of Europe. And besides the wildlife, Jefferson defends the livestock of America, arguing that horses in the United States are just as large and vigorous and strong as they are in the Old World.




  But while the defense of American wildlife and agriculture and life in general provides the occasion for Notes, the glory of the work is the loving detail, the passion for the natural world of his native land, that shines through the lists and tables, statistics and comparisons. Jefferson had an eye for the significant detail and evocative phrase. His book is, among other things, a celebration and homage to his birth country.
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  United States, 1781




  Luckily for us, Jefferson thought of Virginia as extending across the Appalachians into the Ohio Valley and beyond, to the Mississippi Valley. In fact, when the English had begun to explore the continent, Virginia was all of eastern North America. When he was writing, Virginia included Kentucky, but it also seemed to encompass much of the interior of the continent. And writing of the rivers, Jefferson was always thinking of future navigation, commerce and communication. In speaking of the “Great Kanhaway” he says, “In some future state of population, I think it possible, that its navigation may also be made to interlock with that of the Patowmac, and through that to communicate by a short portage with the Ohio.”




  For most of his life Jefferson believed that the great rivers of the West must “interlock,” by which he meant their headstreams came very close to each other. Therefore, it would be only a short portage from the headwaters of one river to another. Jefferson was better informed about the geography of North America than almost anyone else. He had studied all available maps made by explorers. The idea that one river system led easily to the next, making water travel possible across the continent from one ocean to another, was deeply fixed in his mind, as it was in others’, and would only be erased when Lewis and Clark returned from the Pacific with exact measurements of the Rockies and the distances of the difficult terrain between the sources of the Missouri and the tributaries of the Columbia.




  Though Americans did not have access to the mouth of the Mississippi, controlled in 1782 by the Spanish, who claimed also the whole Louisiana Territory, Jefferson believed the Father of Waters would become the main highway of commerce in the future of the region west of the Alleghenies. “From the mouth of this river to where it receives the Ohio, is 1000 miles by water, but only 500 by land, passing through the Chickasaw country. From the mouth of the Ohio to that of the Missouri is 230 miles by water, and 140 by land. From thence to the mouth of the Illinois river, is about 25 miles. The Missisipi, below the mouth of the Missouri, is always muddy, and abounding with sand bars, which frequently change their places.”




  Jefferson already knew that the Missouri River carried more water than the Mississippi and drained a larger land mass. He described it as “remarkably cold, muddy and rapid” and states that its period of flooding is June and July. Echoing the French of a hundred years before him, Jefferson described the Ohio River as “the most beautiful river on earth. Its current gentle, waters clear, and bosom smooth and unbroken by rocks and rapids, a single instance only excepted.” The exception he was referring to was the falls of the Ohio at Louisville.




  But in his catalog of western rivers, commerce and travel were never far from the thoughts of the visionary. Because the Hudson River was often frozen in winter, he foresaw a route from the Chesapeake as more promising for the future of travel, as “vessels may pass through the whole winter, subject only to accidental and short delays.”




  Before Jefferson’s Notes was printed in Paris in 1785, the Spanish had closed the Mississippi to American traders on June 24, 1784. Even as Jefferson described the glories and potential of the West, he worried about the vulnerability of the nation on its western border. In the words of the historian Jenry Morsman, “If the United States could not control New Orleans, then the unity of the entire nation would be at risk.”




  In his lyrical description of the mountains of Virginia, Jefferson evokes the beauty of the highlands, the rivers that have carved their blue shapes and contours, the cliffs, and splendor of Natural Bridge, the remote valleys with inhabitants who have never traveled more than a few miles from their cabins. But always the scientist, Jefferson laments that the height of the mountains has never been established with any accuracy, either by barometer or by leveling. He estimates the highest peaks are about 4,000 feet. Later measurements in the Black Mountains and Smokies would prove him off by about half a mile. Mount Mitchell in North Carolina reaches 6,684 feet above sea level.




  Some of the memorable prose in Notes on the State of Virginia is to be found in the chapter titled “Productions Mineral, Vegetable and Animal.” It includes more of Jefferson’s beloved lists. Of the lead mines in Montgomery County he wrote: “The veins are at sometimes most flattering; at others they disappear suddenly and totally. They enter the side of the hill, and proceed horizontally.” But Jefferson surpasses himself in describing the springs of the region, the hot springs, the sweet springs, the medicinal springs, both sulfur and chalybeate, and burning springs where natural gas escaping from the ground could be lit by candles or by lightning. Most memorable is his description of “syphon fountains,” meaning the springs commonly called ebbing and flowing springs. These springs gushed out of the ground for a period and then slackened until they were almost empty. Jefferson is apparently the first writer to understand what caused the cycle of ebbing and flowing. For many years such springs were considered a mystery by settlers and the Indians before them. Jefferson surmised that reservoirs inside rock filled to overflowing and were drained by channels or crevices that acted as siphons, emptying the basins inside the hill, which then had to refill to the brim as the cycle began again.




  Jefferson gives a sentimental catalog of vegetables or plants in the region. In most cases he presents the Latin names for each species or variety, as in “Cherokee plumb. Prunus sylvestris fructus magori” and “Wild plumb. Prunus sylvestris fructus minori.” He mentioned that he called the laurel, Kalmia augustifolia, plain ivy, as residents of the Blue Ridge region do to this day. Jefferson was fascinated by both international science and the local culture around him.
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  JEFFERSON ALSO defends the Native Americans, the Indians, against the calumnies of Buffon, who had asserted that “the savage is feeble, and has small organs of generation; he has neither hair nor beard, and no ardor whatever for his female; although swifter than the European because he is better accustomed to running, he is, on the other hand, less strong in body; he is also less sensitive, and yet more timid and cowardly; he has no vivacity, no activity of mind.”




  One by one Jefferson refutes most of these errors. It was especially irritating to him to see the great French naturalist make assertions he could not possibly support with evidence. Having never been in North America, how could Buffon claim to know that the Indians lack “the most precious spark of the fire of nature . . . They lack ardor for their females, and consequently have no love for their fellow men: not knowing this strongest and most tender of all affections, their other feelings are also cold and languid; they love their parents and children but little; the most intimate of all ties, the family connection, binds them therefore but loosely together . . . They have only few children, and they take little care of them. Everywhere the original defect appears: they are indifferent because they have little sexual capacity.”




  Jefferson’s comment on this passage is, “These I believe to be just as true as the fables of Aesop.” Jefferson knew, as a student of Indian life on the frontier from boyhood, that Indian families were as closely knit and as affectionate as white families. In fact, Indians were extremely indulgent with their children compared with white parents, rarely reprimanding or punishing them. Other things being equal, Native American men were as ardent in love as their white counterparts. One source of Buffon’s errors was a misunderstanding of the statistics about birthrates. Because most Indians were seminomadic people, living each year through cycles of plenty and famine, rarely storing enough reserves to last through a long winter or an extreme drought, their fertility rates were lower than those of whites. But given a more consistent diet and protection from the elements, and a similar lifestyle, the birthrate of the two races was about the same. When Indian women married white men and lived as white women did, their fertility was very much the same as that of white women. Indians “are known, under these circumstances, of their rearing a dozen children,” Jefferson writes.




  Buffon had said that Indian men are less virile because they have less hair, but Jefferson points out that Indians pluck out their body hair, and traders who had married Indian women had attested that they grew pubic hair and body hair same as white women. Jefferson also notes that when bravery is called for, Indians have proved to be particularly brave, and when they fight they prefer to die rather than surrender. “[H]e meets death with more deliberation, and endures tortures with a firmness unknown almost to religious enthusiasm with us.”




  One of the mistakes Jefferson does make, however, is in his generalizations about Indian women. It is a mistake whites have made for hundreds of years. Jefferson states, “The women are submitted to unjust drudgery. This I believe is the case with every barbarous people.” He adds that Indian women are stronger than white women, but only because of the heavy labors they have to perform. And white men are stronger than Indian men because they work harder. To Europeans in general, it seemed Indian men lazed about while their women did all the work in the village. Men did nothing but hunt and go to war.




  The fact is that in almost every Indian nation men did the heavy work when it was required, such as clearing fields, removing rocks, and building weirs in rivers for trapping fish. But their division of labor was such that women had the sacred duty to plant and tend crops, to see to the harvest and storing of corn and squash, dried beans and jerked venison. The women had their own power structure, presided over by a woman chief, called by the Cherokees, for instance, “the beloved woman.”




  Decisions at the councils, including the war councils, were made by consensus, and few decisions to go to war were made without the consent of the woman chief, who served as spokesperson for all the women. The responsibilities of Indian men may have seemed minimal to the casual observer. When game was plentiful and the weather mild, hunting was probably an easily discharged obligation. But hunters, especially young hunters, were expected to provide for the sick and elderly, the widows and orphans, as well as themselves.




  It is not surprising that Jefferson did not understand all that he had observed among the Indians of Virginia. We all tend to see what we expect to see, looking for instances and corroboration of our fixed ideas. But in general Jefferson’s statements hold true, even after more than two centuries of study of Native Americans. He adds that the differences between the races are “not in a difference of nature but of circumstance.” And even when there are physical differences between races, those differences are not signs of inferiority: for example, “Negroes have notoriously less hair than the whites; yet they are more ardent.”




  Jefferson admits that he does not have enough information to make a just estimate of the intellect and mental capacity of the American Indians. Again, the circumstances of the two races are so different it is hard to compare particular talents. But he guesses that when enough study has been done, “we shall probably find that they are formed in mind as well as in body, on the same module with the ‘Homo sapiens Europaeus.’ ”




  Jefferson understood very well that an Indian leader had little power to compel or coerce his people. His authority resided in his ability to persuade or guide his group to a consensus. It is quite possible that early settlers on the frontier acquired some idea of democracy more from their Indian neighbors than from their feudal European backgrounds. Few frontier folk had read Locke or Montesquieu.




  Joseph J. Ellis has pointed out in American Sphinx that Jefferson’s vision of what a republic might be was shaped by his romantic view of a pre-Norman, democratic Saxon past, and the consensus political culture of the American Indians. “I am convinced,” Jefferson wrote in a letter to Edward Carrington, a Virginia planter, on January 16, 1787, “that those societies [as the Indians] which live without government enjoy in their gen’l mass an infinitely greater degree of happiness than those who live under European governments.”




  It is true that Jefferson had a tendency, shared by many later writers, including this one, to idealize Native American cultures. In the words of David Hunt Thomas, “Jefferson’s sentimentality transformed American Indians into ‘natural republicans’ who lived a blissful, childlike existence in an Edenic American world, free of the state’s coercive power.” Jefferson saw white Americans and Indians as sharing so many values and characteristics that they constituted one large family, united by a common love of the land. Modern historians have questioned Jefferson’s motives for stressing this kinship. Jenry Morsman comments, “Jefferson was not so much explaining a reality or demonstrating genuine affection for the Indians as he was fabricating a familial tie that would reinforce America’s claim to the land.” While such skepticism is healthy, it is also true, as Jefferson knew, that along the frontier there was a considerable mingling, intermarrying, trading, learning (as well as killing) going on between the races. Many features of American frontier culture have their sources among Indian as well as European influence. Before and during the Revolution rebellious Americans often identified themselves with Indians. The men who threw British tea into Boston Harbor on December 16, 1773, were dressed as Indians. American fighting tactics were often modeled on Indian tactics.




  As with almost every facet of Jefferson’s thought, there is a paradox about his attitude toward Native Americans. While he expressed great admiration for Indians and Indian character in Notes on the State of Virginia and elsewhere, he believed they would either have to assimilate themselves into white culture, or be removed to the West: “They will in time either incorporate with us as citizens of the United States or remove beyond the Mississippi . . . but, in the whole course of this, it is essential to cultivate their love.” In Jefferson’s compartmentalized mind, he could see no future for Indians, much as he respected them, unless they ceased to be Indians.




  After he became president in 1801, Jefferson grew more and more concerned about opening Indian lands in the West for white settlement. His hope was that land could be bought from the Indians, and he considered the ways the Indians might be coerced into selling their territories. Writing to Governor William Henry Harrison of the Indiana Territory in 1803, he suggested, “To promote this disposition to exchange lands, which they have to spare and we want, we shall push our trading uses, and be glad to see them run in debt, because we observe that when these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they become willing to lop them off by a cession of lands.”
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  THE PARTICULAR embarrassment of Notes on the State of Virginia for future students of Jefferson’s thought derives less from his comments about Native Americans than from his meditations on African Americans and slavery. While Jefferson was quite explicit in his condemnation of the evils of slavery, he had no practical recommendations about how that institution might be ended, except for the mass deportation of black people, believing the sad history of slavery in North America made peaceful and productive coexistence of the races impossible once the slaves were freed. In Notes he writes, “Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions that nature has made; and many other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination of the one or the other race.” It would be hard to think of a bleaker view of the consequences of emancipation. Even worse, Jefferson seemed to believe in the inherent inferiority of blacks to whites: “It appears to me, that in memory, they [African Americans] are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”




  Describing the physical characteristics of black people, Jefferson writes, “They secrete less by the kidnies, and more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odour.” And then he refers to the sexual traits of African Americans: “They are more ardent after their female: but love seems with them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are transient.” While some contemporaries condemned Notes for Jefferson’s critical view of slavery, future generations would condemn the book for its biased view of African Americans. In his apocalyptic vision of the result of emancipation, Jefferson revealed the worst of his prejudices and the weakest aspect of his thought about the American future. Like many who would follow him, since he could not see a workable solution to the painful reality of slavery, Jefferson turned his attention elsewhere, especially to the West. For a half century the West would provide the most effective diversion from confronting the apparently insoluble dilemma of slavery.




  One of the many paradoxes of Jefferson’s career is the fact that he was a slave-owning aristocrat, yet perhaps “the most important apostle for liberty and democracy in American history.” In fact, Jefferson became the second-largest slaveholder in his part of Virginia, even while having written that “the abolition of domestic slavery is the great object of desire in those colonies where it was unhappily introduced in their infant state.” Jefferson had no doubt that slavery morally degraded owners even as it kept its subjects in misery. Richard Hofstadter reminds us that Jefferson “tried to get slavery banned from the Northwest Territories in his Ordinance of 1784.” The paradox of Jefferson the gentle, cultured, conscientious thinker being a slave owner has troubled his admirers for more than a century. In the words of Bernard Bailyn, “An accommodation was somehow made between brutality and progressive refinement.” It has been pointed out that Virginia in general became less and less concerned with revolutionary and democratic ideals as slavery took a deeper hold on the region in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.




  Surprising as it may seem to modern readers, it was Jefferson’s criticisms of slavery in Notes that his contemporary political opponents used against him. In the words of Lee Alan Dugatkin, “Throughout his political career, Jefferson’s opponents pointed to his slavery comments in Notes to paint Jefferson as a danger to the economy of the South and the nation.” The sins of one age are sometimes viewed as virtues in a later time, and vice versa.




  One possible solution to the dilemma of slavery that was considered was expansion of the nation into the West. Jefferson speculated that if slavery were diffused over a greater area the pernicious institution might die a natural death. Sadly, by the time of the Missouri Compromise of 1820, the Sage of Monticello saw that far from dying out, as a result of expansion to the West, slavery threatened more than ever to wreck the Union. “I regret that I am now to die in the belief,” Jefferson wrote, “that the useless sacrifice of themselves by the generation of 1776 . . . is to be thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons.”




  To protest Buffon’s assertions about the lack of cultural achievement in North America, Jefferson argues that the inhabitants of northern Europe were without learning or letters when the Romans crossed the Alps almost two thousand years before: “It was sixteen centuries after this before a Newton could be formed.” Buffon argues that “America has not yet produced one great poet,” but Jefferson asks, how long did it take the European countries to produce one great poet? Almost a thousand years in the case of each European language and culture. And while America may not have produced a great poet in her first 170 years, she has produced a great leader in George Washington, a great scientist in Benjamin Franklin, a great astronomer in David Rittenhouse.




  And Jefferson adds that while Americans were just beginning to realize their potential, after the Revolutionary War, older, richer cultures such as Britain seemed to be waning. “The sun of her glory is fast descending to the horizon. Her philosophy has crossed the channel, her freedom the Atlantic, and herself seems passing to that awful dissolution, whose issue is not given human foresight to scan.”




  Jefferson had never planned to publish Notes on the State of Virginia. Begun as a set of answers to questions by the diplomat Barbé-Marbois, the work kept growing in depth and comprehensiveness as one revision followed another. He circulated manuscript copies to friends but realized that was too expensive and time consuming. In Paris he had a hundred or so copies printed, and those were passed from hand to hand as the work took on a life of its own. Its fame spread in Europe and Britain as well as in North America. The historian Kevin J. Hayes has pointed out that Notes “stands at the crossroads of manuscript culture and print culture.” But Jefferson’s treatise is also “a transitional work connecting the Augustan Age to the Romantic era. A masterpiece of the Enlightenment, it presents an articulate and rational delineation of its subject spoken by a Man of Reason. Occasionally, however, the Man of Feeling takes over from the man of Reason and imbues the narrative with passion.” Hayes adds that it was Jefferson the dreamer who made Notes “one of the classics of early American literature.”




  After he wrote Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson served in the Continental Congress in 1783 – 84 and was sent to Paris in 1785 as minister to France. He decided that the most effective way to refute Buffon’s aspersions on North American wildlife was to procure a giant moose and have it stuffed and shipped to the great scientist in France. After endless delays, such a specimen was collected by General John Sullivan and, after a comic opera of mishaps, finally reached France with its hair falling out. Jefferson planned to give the moose to the scientist in person. Buffon graciously received the mounted moose and promised to revise chapter 14 of his Histoire naturelle to reflect his changed opinion about North American wildlife. But within a few months he was dead. Jefferson’s respect and affection for the French deepened whereas in his negotiations with the British he became convinced that the English were decidedly selfish. This coolness toward the British and affinity for the French would influence many of his actions and policy decisions later.




  One reason so many European intellectuals believed, and were encouraged to believe, in the degeneracy of North American climate, soil, and wildlife, was the fear of losing population through immigration to the New World. Frederick the Great encouraged the expression of such opinions. Immanuel Kant wrote that Americans were degenerate and weak. Hegel spoke of “American impotence.” The poet John Keats, having read William Robertson’s biased History of America, wrote that America was a place where “great unerring Nature once seems wrong.” The fact that Keats’s brother George had lost much of the family fortune in a venture with John James Audubon in North America may have colored the poet’s view point. The drain of population to North America was scary to leaders and thinkers alike. Stating that the continent across the Atlantic was a place of syphilis and blight seemed a way to stem the desertion from Europe. But as time passed, Jefferson seemed to win the argument as writers such as Alexander von Humbolt expressed enthusiasm for Jefferson’s Notes and the backlash against Buffon was carried on by authors such as Emerson and Thoreau. Emerson would celebrate forward-looking vision: “The eyes of man are set in his forehead, not in his hindhead.” In his exuberance, he would go even farther: “Can we never extract this tape-worm of Europe from the brain of our countrymen?”
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  WHILE HE was in Paris in 1787, Jefferson made another attempt to persuade someone to explore the western half of the North American continent. He met an adventurer named John Ledyard, born in Groton, Connecticut, in 1751, who had sailed with James Cook on his second voyage to the Pacific. Ledyard had published a colorful account of his travels in 1783, A Journal of Captain Cook’s Last Voyage to the Pacific. There he recalled that when he reached the West Coast of North America he had felt he was touching home, even though Connecticut was thirty-five hundred miles from the Pacific Northwest.




  It seems that it was Ledyard who initiated contact with Jefferson in Paris and proposed that he, Ledyard, journey across all of Russia to the Pacific coast and somehow cross from Kamchatka to North America. Once ashore he would make his way inland, following the rivers, crossing the mountains, studying the native tribes he encountered and keeping an exact account of the plants and animals, the soil and the climate, the rivers and minerals.




  Jefferson was skeptical about the likely success of the venture, but he couldn’t say no to the proposal and so offered his support. “He is a person of ingenuity & information,” Jefferson wrote of Ledyard. “Unfortunately he has too much imagination.” But added that if Ledyard survived, “he will give us new, curious, & useful information.”




  Bernard DeVoto has described Ledyard as the first American to grasp the opportunities of the Northwest fur trade. He could see the lucrative commerce that would spring up in the Pacific Northwest. In the period just after the Revolutionary War, Ledyard had tried to find backers for his scheme but failed. In Paris he had formed a partnership with the famous John Paul Jones, but that came to nothing.




  Ledyard proposed to Jefferson that he would cross the American continent, once he had reached it, on foot, with no horses and no white companions. He would catch a ship in the Aleutian trade at Kamchatka, and after he set foot on the American coast he would just keep walking until he reached the Mississippi and then the United States. Ledyard charmed Jefferson and they spent hours discussing the plan. Since Ledyard could carry no scientific instruments with him on his proposed dash across Russia and North America, Jefferson suggested that he tattoo on his arm the measure of an English foot, and showed Ledyard “how he could determine latitude with nothing more than this measurement, two sticks, and a circle drawn in the dirt.” Jefferson also described to him a way of measuring the breadth of a river and suggested that once he had made these calculations, Ledyard could record the result on his own skin with tattoos made from berry juice.




  Jefferson gave Ledyard some money for his explorations, but Ledyard wrote Jefferson from St. Petersburg that he possessed “only two shirts and yet more shirts than shillings.” Though Ledyard crossed European Russia and reached Irkutsk, his progress had been monitored by Catherine the Great’s police. He had to spend a long winter in Irkutsk, and in February 1788 he was arrested as a spy to prevent him from reaching Kamchatka. The Russians wanted no one interfering with their own fur trade and colonial plans for the Pacific coast of North America. Ledyard was hurried all the way back to Europe, and he died in 1789 in Cairo, on yet another unlikely expedition.
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  A MONG THE many distinguished French scientists of the time was the botanist André Michaux. Born in 1746, three years after Jefferson, he had collected specimens in Europe and Asia. In 1785 he was commissioned by the French government to establish nurseries in North America and send plants back to France. For seven years he developed very successful nurseries in Charleston, South Carolina, then in 1792 botanized in eastern Canada. In 1801 he would publish one of the most important books on the trees of North America, and later his work would be continued by his son, François André Michaux.




  In 1792 Michaux proposed to the American Philosophical Society that if it could raise the funds to support him he would make a scientific exploration of the American West, to the Mississippi and beyond. The proposal could not have been more welcome to Jefferson, now secretary of state in Washington’s first cabinet, who set about to raise the necessary funds on behalf of the society. There was so much interest in such an expedition that more money was raised than the botanist had asked for. Frugal President Washington himself contributed $100. Altogether Jefferson raised $1,569.




  On January 22, 1793, Jefferson wrote a letter to Michaux, in the form of a contract, requesting him “on his return to communicate to the said society the information he shall have acquired of the geography of the said country it’s inhabitants, soil, climate, animals, vegetables, minerals and other circumstances of note.” And then on April 30 of that year Jefferson wrote out his instructions for Michaux in a list that sounds much like the one he composed ten years later for Meriwether Lewis. He told Michaux he must reach the Pacific Ocean by first exploring the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers, beginning at Kaskaskia on the Mississippi.




  When, pursuing these streams, you shall find yourself at the point from whence you may get by the shortest and most convenient route to some principal river of the Pacific ocean, you are to proceed to such river, and pursue it’s course to the ocean. It would seem by the latest maps as if a river called Oregon interlocked with the Missouri for a considerable distance, and entered the Pacific ocean, not far Southward of the Nootka sound . . .




  You will, in the course of your journey, take notice of the country you pass through, it’s general face, soil, rivers, mountains, it’s productions animal, vegetable, mineral so far as they may be new to us and may also be useful or very curious; the latitude of places or materials for calculating it by such simple methods as your situation may admit you to practice, the names, numbers, and dwellings of the inhabitants, and such particularities as you can learn of their history, connection with each other, languages, manners, state of society and of the arts and commerce among them.




  Under the head of Animal history, that of the Mammoth is particularly recommended to your enquiries.




  While Jefferson could be described as a great dreamer, his dream was driven by practicality and political genius. After warning Michaux to expose himself to no unnecessary danger, and to protect his health, both for his own sake and the sake and interests of the Society, he added:




  Consider this not merely your personal concern, but as the injunction of Science in general which expects it’s enlargement from your enquiries, and of the inhabitants of the U.S. in particular, to whom your Report will open new feilds and subjects of Commerce, Intercourse, and Observation . . .




  They will expect you to return to the city of Philadelphia to give in to them a full narrative of your journey and observations, and to answer the enquiries they shall make of you, still reserving to yourself the benefits arising from the publication of them.




  Jefferson knew the proposed expedition was dangerous and did not even consider sending the explorer toward the Southwest and the Spanish-controlled territories of New Mexico and California. Jefferson assumed the headwaters of the Missouri touched or “interlocked with” the headwaters of the Oregon or Columbia River. That was the common belief at the time, and the hope was a small portage would take an expedition from one watershed into another. For centuries geographers had believed there was a Great River of the West, if only it could be found.




  But once again Jefferson was to be disappointed. In the meantime the French ambassador to the United States, who called himself “Citizen Genet,” had begun to promote a scheme in which Americans would aid France in attacking Britain and Spain and seizing the port of New Orleans as the Napoleanic wars were getting underway. No sooner had Genet arrived in the United States than he began “fitting out French privateers in U.S. ports to seize British ships.” George Rogers Clark of Louisville had been brought into the plan and commissioned a major general in the French army. After the American Revolution Clark had not prospered. Deeply in debt and still trying to collect reimbursement for equipping and supplying his own militia in the Western Campaign, he had tried a number of enterprises, including running a gristmill. Drinking heavily, Clark, the hero of Vincennes in 1779, may have seen the establishment of a French colony in the Mississippi Valley as a possible solution to his many disappointments. The Citizen Genet scheme must have seemed a surprising opportunity. Genet also brought Benjamin Logan, former general of the Kentucky militia, into his plan.




  Edmond Charles Eduard Genet (1763 – 1834) had been sent by the Revolutionary French government as minister to the United States in 1793. As already mentioned, he made clear his hope for American support of the attack on the Spanish in Florida and Louisiana and on British ships in the Atlantic. But President Washington refused to get involved in the foreign wars, and powerful men in the government such as Vice President John Adams and Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton were suspicious of the French in any case. While Jefferson was more sympathetic to the French nation, there was little he was willing to do to aid the scheme Genet proposed. The project Jefferson cared about was Michaux’s proposed exploration. It was hoped that Spanish officials in Louisiana would hardly notice a lone French botanist crossing their territory.




  Jefferson later recorded that he met with Genet in Philadelphia in the summer of 1793, when Genet let it be known that France would approve the addition of Spanish territory to the United States. “I told him,” Jefferson wrote later, “that his enticing officers & souldiers from Kentucky to go against Spain was really putting a halter about their necks, for that they would assuredly be hung, if they commd. hostilities agt. a nation at peace with the U.S. That leaving out that article, I did not care what insurrections should be excited in Louisiana.”




  But among those Genet persuaded, or perhaps ordered, to join his plot was André Michaux. Michaux signed on as a secret agent for the Genet mission and in effect destroyed the prospect for his scientific expedition to the West. Michaux left Philadelphia on July 15, 1793. He carried with him the official commission for George Rogers Clark in the French army. But Genet’s plans had been made public, and everyone who saw the French botanist along the way seemed to suspect he was an agent for the French government. Some hoped to join him in conquering Louisiana. Michaux reached Lexington, Kentucky, then Kaskaskia, Illinois, on the Mississippi, but by then he had come to see the hopelessness of his political mission. Michaux never bothered to cross the Mississippi to St. Louis to join the other secret agents of the French who were supposed to be waiting there. The unlucky George Rogers Clark never really got started raising the militia in Kentucky to march to New Orleans.




  In the meantime, President Washington had demanded that Genet be recalled by his government. But before the visionary Frenchman could be hurried out of the country his government in Paris fell and it was not safe for him to return to France. If he set foot on French soil he would be guillotined, so he requested and was given asylum in America, where he married and settled down for a long life of peaceful obscurity. In 1794 Genet’s successor officially called off the project.




  But Michaux’s work in North America was not over. Though he would be recalled to France after the debacle of the Genet affair, he would return with his son François André Michaux to study the forests of the continent, and after Andre’s death in 1802 François André would publish a classic work on trees of North America, North American Sylva, in 1817.
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  THOUGH JEFFERSON was out of the country while the Constitution of the United States was completed, he wrote letters of advice and support for the work done by close friends such as Madison, later called Master Builder of the Constitution, and when he was made secretary of state in 1790 he returned to serve in Philadelphia. Within a year he was quarreling with Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton not only over different ideas about the financial institutions and systems of the new country but also over fundamental issues about the very nature of the republic. Hamilton believed in a strong central government to direct and guide the country. Jefferson’s vision was of a looser confederation of states, each master of its own destiny. Jefferson believed in strict construction of the Constitution wherein only the powers explicitly specified were given to the federal government. It has been said that the seeds of the American Civil War were already sown in the quarrel between the two most brilliant members of Washington’s first cabinet. Hamilton’s arrogance also irritated his fellow Federalists. John Adams referred to Hamilton as “the bastard brat of a Scots peddler.” Hamilton, in secret communication with the British minister, worked to undercut the efforts of the other cabinet members.




  In 1794 Jefferson’s distrust of the British caused him to reject the treaty John Jay had negotiated with Britain, which he saw as submission to British interests and policies. Disillusioned by the treaty, by the ongoing quarrel with Hamilton, and perhaps by the controversy over the Genet affair, Jefferson resigned from the cabinet and returned to Monticello. One has the impression he was always looking for an opportunity to return to his mountain retreat, his Thoroughbred horses, and his study, leaving public affairs behind.




  It is interesting that Jefferson, for all his eloquence with a pen, never seems to have been an effective public speaker. There is no evidence that he ever spoke at all in the 1775 – 76 Continental Congress where he became famous for writing the Declaration of Independence and in effect became the voice of the American Revolution for posterity. To his contemporaries, he appeared shy and retiring, especially in comparison with Virginia orators such as Patrick Henry and Edmund Pendleton. Sometimes his shyness made him seem both arrogant and evasive to those around him. When elected president in 1800 and duty-bound to give his first inaugural address, according to Joseph J. Ellis, “His delivery was so subdued that very few members of the audience could hear what he said.” As chief executive Jefferson communicated mostly in writing, practicing what Ellis calls a “textual presidency.” Jefferson may have spoken in public only twice in the eight years of his administration, delivering the two inaugural addresses.
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